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7Leaders facilitate  
work engagement:
A study on frontline employees in a Danish retail bank
Renata Mellupe, Bettina Gribby & Jeanette Lemmergaard
Abstract
Recent research focuses on the influence of positive leadership styles on employee 
perceptions of job resources as mediators of the relationship between the former and 
work engagement. This cross-sectional survey study explores the contribution of job 
resources provided by the immediate supervisors in explaining the variance in em-
ployee work engagement scores. The uniqueness of this study lies in that we differen-
tiate the contribution of the immediate supervisor by compiling the measure tapping 
the specific construct. The study shows that 19,6% of the variance in employee work 
engagement scores can be explained by intrinsic job resources provided by immediate 
supervisors.
1. Introduction
Nowadays, particularly in knowledge-based organisations, employees tend to view 
their identities as attached to their education and realisation of their professional 
goals rather than to the organisations they work for (Larsen, 2009). This alters the 
nature of demands placed on leaders and calls for a focus on motivational constructs.
Although leadership and work engagement research has been flourishing (Bakker, 
2011; Yukl, 2012), questions remain about the leader’s role in facilitating work engage-
ment (Bakker et al., 2011). Recent studies investigated job resources (JR) as media-
tors of the link between specific leadership styles and work engagement (Breevaart 
et al., 2014; Tuckey et al., 2012). However, since employee perceptions of JR can be 
influenced by many organizational factors, we argue that it is important to explore 
how much of the variance in work engagement scores can be explained by JR directly 
provided by the immediate supervisor.
The paper is structured as follows: First we present theoretical and methodological 
aspects of the study; then we report and discuss the findings as well as implications 
for theory and practice. A conclusion closes the paper. 
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2. Theoretical perspective
Work engagement is defined as a »positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is 
characterized by vigour, dedication, and absorption«. We adopted this definition for the 
following reasons. First, it views engagement as a construct of its own. Second, it offers 
a pre-established work engagement measure – the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale 
(UWES; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Schaufeli et al., 2006). Third, the construct has been 
tested in a number of studies (e.g., Bakker et al., 2007; Hu et al., 2011; Llorens et al., 2007). 
According to the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007, 
2008), work engagement is a function of the interplay among several factors, i.e. job 
demands, JR, and personal resources. Job demands are requirements posed by the job 
involving physical, emotional or mental effort, and can lead to exhaustion (Demerouti 
et al., 2001), whereas JR (e.g., Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Bakker & Demerouti, 2008; 
Crawford et al., 2010; De Lange et al., 2008) and personal resources (Mauno et al., 
2007; Xanthopoulou et al., 2009a) are predictors of work engagement. JR refer to the 
aspects of the job that help to achieve job goals via reducing demands or stimulating 
personal growth (Demerouti et al., 2001). They can be extrinsic to the job (i.e. located 
outside the job activity) or intrinsic to the job (i.e., inherent in the job activity itself). 
Personal resources are »aspects of the self that are generally linked to resiliency« 
(Hobfoll et al., 2003, p. 632); they interact reciprocally with JR and affect work engage-
ment (Xanthopoulou et al., 2007, 2009a). 
Although both JR and personal resources are predictors of work engagement (Bakker 
& Demerouti, 2008; Xanthopoulou et al., 2009a), JR are arguably more identifiable in 
an organisational setting. Therefore, we chose to focus on JR, and in particular, intrin-
sic JR. Specifically, we chose autonomy, performance feedback, and opportunities for 
development, due to their strong motivational potential (Bakker et al., 2003). 
2.1. Leader’s role
While interest in mechanisms underlying leaders’ role in fostering work engagement 
is not new (e.g., Bakker, 2011; Salanova et al., 2011), many questions remain (Bakker 
et al., 2011). One way of explaining processes behind leaders’ influence on followers 
is through employee perceptions of their jobs. Indeed, job characteristics (i.e., skill 
variety, task identity, task significance, autonomy and feedback) indirectly increase 
intrinsic motivation (Hackman & Oldham, 1980), and thus are likely mediators of the 
process. In fact, job characteristics conceptually resemble intrinsic JR (Bakker et al., 
2003; Demerouti et al., 2001) which this study focuses upon. 
Leaders’ influence on employee perceptions has been investigated empirically. Griffin 
(1981) showed that employee perceptions of job characteristics can be explained by 
their leaders’ behaviour. Piccolo and Colquitt (2006) found higher levels of perceived 
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job characteristics were found among employees managed by transformational lead-
ers. Similarly, role clarity and opportunities for development were shown to mediate 
the link between transformational leadership and employee well-being (Nielsen et al., 
2008). These studies indicate that leaders can influence perceptions of job characteris-
tics of their followers.
Other studies focused on the link between leadership styles and work engagement 
with JR and job demands as mediators. Breevaart et al. (2014), found that autonomy 
and support mediated the relationship between transactional and transformational 
leadership and daily work engagement. Tuckey et al. (2012) showed that cognitive 
demands and resources acted as mediators between empowering leadership and work 
engagement. The findings suggest that JR can be influenced by different leadership 
styles and account for variance in followers’ work engagement. 
It is, though, arguable that employee perceptions of JR are influenced by a variety of 
factors, so that managerial practices can only explain some variation in employee per-
ception of JR. Furthermore, focusing on specific leadership styles may result in leaving 
out other indicators of leadership potentially playing a role in the process. Therefore, it 
is relevant to examine the unique contribution of JR provided by the immediate super-
visor in explaining the variance in work engagement scores; and in doing so to focus 
on the immediate supervisor as the source of JR as opposed to a leadership style. Thus, 
the research question addressed here is: how much of the variance in work engage-
ment scores can be explained by the JR directly provided by the immediate supervisor?
Distinguishing the unique contribution of the immediate supervisor as a provider 
of JR is important, because it is conceivable that the same JR are available to em-
ployees from a variety of sources other than the immediate supervisor. For instance, 
the degree of autonomy at work can be dependent on the job description. Similarly, 
opportunities for development can be provided by an organization uniformly to all 
incumbents of a certain job. Similarly, performance feedback can be part of a stand-
ardized organizational practice, e.g., customer feedback is reported to the respective 
employee. Consequently, sources and perceptions of JR will vary depending on the 
organizational context. The immediate supervisor, however, can be seen as a constant 
source of JR for employees. As a result, discriminating the immediate supervisor’s 
contribution can tell us more about how to allocate JR in an organization to achieve 
higher work engagement. 
2.2. The organizational setting
The data were collected in a Danish retail bank among frontline customer service em-
ployees. There are several reasons for focusing on this employee group. First, frontline 
staff are an important sources of organizational value creation (Barnes & Collier, 2013) 
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and service quality (Malhotra et al., 2013). Moreover, engagement levels of service 
employees are positively related to business unit performance (Xanthopoulou et al., 
2009b). In retail banking, these employees are responsible for customer service and 
sales, and are, therefore, essential in terms of organizational performance. This makes 
their work engagement a significant consideration for the industry.
Furthermore, job descriptions of the surveyed employees are highly similar, and they 
are employed with the same organization characterized by high level of procedure 
standardization. Therefore, it is assumed that the study population is a homogeneous 
occupational group. Thus, it can be argued that JR available to the employees from 
other sources than the immediate supervisor are highly comparable. 
The next section will outline methodology employed in the study.
3. Method
This study is based on cross-sectional data from two surveys. 250 private and personal 
client advisors were approached for participation in the first survey and 80 for the 
second survey. The target population amounted to 1,735 (N = 1,735), 678 were men and 
1,057 were women. Age ranged from 23 to 67 (M = 43.9; SD = 12). A stratified random 
sample (n = 250) was drawn to keep proportions of the sample and the target popula-
tion similar. The flow of participants through the study is displayed in Figure 1.
3.1. Procedure
In both surveys, respondents received an e-mail with a link to the electronic survey. 
First, work engagement was measured (response rate of 72% with 179 usable ques-
tionnaires). Then the obtained scores were used to assign the respondents into two 
non-equivalent groups: 40 respondents with the highest work engagement scores were 
assigned to the ‘highly engaged group’ and 40 respondents with the lowest scores – to 
‘the less engaged group’. Second, the survey measuring perceptions of JR provided by 
the immediate supervisor were administered to the two groups (response rate of 85% 
with 68 usable responses – 34 from each group). The scores obtained by the groups 
were explored in relation to work engagement scores. Additionally, the two groups 
were compared to examine whether they differ in the perceptions of JR. This strategy 
allowed examining whether the variation in perceptions of JR provided by the imme-
diate supervisor is substantial and can act as an important factor explaining variance 
in work engagement, given that other factors might also influence work engagement. 
A unique employee code was used to match the data from both data collections.
3.2. Measures
Work engagement was measured with the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES-9) 
tapping the three dimensions of work engagement (vigour, dedication and absorption). 
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UWES-9 is a nine-item scale with response categories ranging from 0 (never) to 6 (always) 
(Schaufeli et al., 2006). The composite work engagement score was used for analysis.
Employee perceptions of the specific JR (autonomy, feedback, and opportunities for 
development) provided by their immediate supervisor were measured with a nine-
item survey compiled for this purpose. As recommended by Churchill (1979), a multi-
item measure was developed. First, we specified the domains of the construct and 
their operational definitions; then we generated items sampling these domains (see 
Figure 1. Flow of participants through the study (adapted from Cooper, 2008, p. 846)
 
Target population
N=1,735; men = 678; women = 1,057
Stratied random sampling
N=250
Assigned to the highly engaged
group (n=40)
Assigned to the less engaged
group (n=40)
Job resources provided by the
immediate supervisor in the highly
engaged group (n=34)
Job resources provided by the
immediate supervisor in the less
engaged group (n=34)
Assignment
Measurement of work engagement
Response rate = 72%, 179 surveys
returned
Measurement of the job resources
provided by the immediate
supervisor
Response rate = 85%, 68 surveys
returned
Comparing the two groups on the
job resources scores provided by the
immediate supervisor (t-test)
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Appendix A). To increase validity and reliability of the measure (Sudman & Bradburn, 
1982), the items were adapted from previous studies. The response categories were 
ranging from 0 (not at all) to 6 (to a very great extent). The surveys were back-trans-
lated to Danish as suggested by Prieto (1992).
The content validity of the second survey was assessed with the procedure similar to 
the one described by Hinkin (1998) and MacKenzie et al. (1991). A focus group of four 
were asked to match the items with the operational definitions (see Appendix A). An 
»unclassified« domain was provided for the items not corresponding to any of the 
domains. The focus group accurately matched all items with the domains. 
3.3. Strategy of analysis
Since JR are assumed to predict work engagement (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007), re-
gression analysis, specifically linear regression, was used to explore the relationship 
between work engagement and employee perceptions of JR provided by the immedi-
ate supervisor (Bryman & Cramer, 2011). In order to test for significant differences 
between the groups t-test for independent samples was used. 
4. Findings
Mean values, standard deviations and reliability statistics for both data collections are 
presented in table 1.
Table 1. Mean values, standard deviations, and Cronbach’s α of the study variables
Variable N Mean SD Cronbach’s α
Work engagement 179 4.86 0.83 .92
Work engagement 68 4.71 1.15 .96
JR provided by the  
immediate supervisor
68 4.25 1.01 .94
Work engagement level (M = 4.86; SD = 0.83) was found to be high (Schaufeli & Bak-
ker, 2004). The scores are generalizable to the target population, because the charac-
teristics of the respondents were compared to the parameters of the target population, 
and no significant differences were found. 
Generalizability of the results of the second data collection is limited due to a non-
probability sampling method. Descriptive statistics for work engagement and em-
ployee’ perceptions of JR in the two groups are presented in table 2.
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics for work engagement and perceptions of JR in the two groups
Variable Groups N Mean SD Min. Max.
Work engagement
The highly engaged group 34 5.76 0.18 5.56 6.00
The less engaged group 34 3.66 0.61 1.89 4.44
JR provided by the  
immediate supervisor
The highly engaged group 34 4.61 0.85 2.45 6.00
The less engaged group 34 3.90 1.04 1.22 5.78
Work engagement scores were high in the highly engaged group (M = 5.76; SD = 0.18). 
The less engaged group had lower scores (M = 3.66; SD = 0.61), with a greater vari-
ation in responses. High JR scores were observed in the highly engaged group (M = 
4.61; SD = 0.85), while the less engaged group showed lower scores (M = 3.89; SD = 
1.04). Significant positive correlation between work engagement and the JR scores 
(r(66) = .44, p < .01) was found (see Table 3). Since the data were treated as interval 
data, Pearson’s correlation coefficient was employed (Bryman & Cramer, 2011).
Table 3. Correlation among study variables (n=68)
Variable 1 2
1  Work engagement 1 .44*
2  JR provided by the immediate supervisor .44* 1
*P < .01
The regression analysis (Table 4) showed that 19,6% of variability in work engage-
ment scores can be explained by employee perceptions of JR provided by the immedi-
ate supervisor, hereby indicating that the former can be predicted by the latter.
Table 4. Regression analysis for work engagement and JR (n=68)
Model R R Square Adjusted R Square Std. Error of the Estimate
1 .44* .196 .184 1.038
P < .001. Predictors: (Constant), JR provided by the immediate supervisor. Dependant Variable: Work engagement
Next, the highly engaged and the less engaged groups were compared in their per-
ceptions of the JR provided by the immediate supervisor, and significant differences 
between the two groups were found (Table 5).
Table 5. t-test for independent samples
Group mean values
Variable Highly engaged group Less engaged group t df
JR provided by the immediate supervisor 4.611 3.898 3.096 66
*P < .003
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This finding strengthens the results of the regression analysis. It indicates that albeit 
there many factors influencing the variance in work engagement scores (Bakker & 
Demerouti, 2007, 2008), the unique contribution of JR provided by the immediate su-
pervisor is an important factor explaining this variance.
5. Discussion
We found that a significant amount of the variance in work engagement scores can be 
attributed to employee perceptions of specific intrinsic JR provided by the immediate 
supervisor. The finding is discussed in more detail in the following, and we start with 
elaborating work engagement scores.
5.1. High work engagement scores
High work engagement scores can be explained by the presence of JR, personal 
resources or both (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008; Xanthopoulou et al., 2007). Due to the 
extent of perceived JR provided by the immediate supervisor among the respondents, 
an assumption that high work engagement scores result solely from personal re-
sources or JR available from other organizational sources can be excluded. Therefore, 
personal, other job resources and the three JR provided by the immediate supervisor 
are likely to co-occur. 
5.2. Job resources provided by the immediate supervisor
It was found that 19,6% of variance in work engagement scores can be explained by 
employee perceptions of JR provided by the immediate supervisor (see Table 4). Al-
though the JR measured were those provided by the immediate supervisor, this result 
agrees with the premises of the JD–R model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007, 2008), and 
is in line with other empirical studies suggesting that JR are common antecedents of 
work engagement (e.g., Balducci et al., 2011). 
Furthermore, significant differences were found between the highly engaged and the 
less engaged group in employee perception of JR. According to the JD–R model, it is 
expected that higher work engagement scores co-occur with higher JR scores whereas 
lower work engagement scores coincide with lower JR scores (Bakker & Demerouti, 
2007, 2008), which is also observed in this study. Another explanation of the result 
might be the reciprocal relationship between personal resources and JR (Xanthopou-
lou et al., 2007, 2009a). Specifically, respondents from the highly engaged group could 
possess more personal resources and/or JR available from organizational sources other 
than the immediate supervisor; this in turn would boost employee perceptions of JR 
provided by the immediate supervisor. Correspondingly, the less engaged group might 
include respondents with fewer personal resources and/or JR available from alternative 
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organizational sources, and, hence, less perceived JR. However, the absence of measure-
ment of personal resources and other types of JR denies any conclusions in this regard. 
The JD-R model, however, offers only partly explanation of the differences found 
between the two groups. It is, therefore, interesting to attend to the given organiza-
tional setting. The homogeneous nature of the population presumes that job content 
as well as general characteristics of the working environment are alike. This allows for 
an assumption that JR obtainable from organizational sources other than the immedi-
ate supervisor are highly comparable among the respondents. This can, in particular, 
be argued in the context of intrinsic JR addressed here. For instance, job descrip-
tions of the respondents were similar; and considering rules and procedures guiding 
decision-making in retail banking (Finanstilsynet, n/d), it is arguable that the level 
of autonomy in the job is equal among the respondents. Likewise, opportunities for 
development and growth offered by the job are comparable within the occupational 
group. Also, performance feedback available via performance management practices 
or from the job is argued to be highly similar. Along this line of argumentation, it can 
be suggested that the two groups differing in their work engagement scores are highly 
similar in terms of the JR provided by the organization and the job. In a similar vein, 
the homogeneous occupational group is facing same job demands. Thus, while within 
the JD-R model variation in work engagement scores can be viewed as a function 
of a complex interaction among JR, job demands, and personal resources (Bakker 
& Demerouti, 2007, 2008; Schaufeli & Taris, 2013), the JR and job demands are alike 
within the given occupational setting. Consequently, the significant difference found 
between the two groups in perceptions of the JR provided by the immediate supervi-
sor strengthens the prominence of the contribution made by the immediate supervisor 
in providing these resources to employees. This finding is important because it shows 
that the JR provided exclusively by the immediate supervisor are vital and make a 
significant contribution to work engagement of the employees given that other JR and 
job demands are similar. If the differences between the groups were not found, that 
would be an indication of that other variables play more important role in explaining 
the variance in work engagement scores. 
6. Implications for theory and practice
Although many factors can impact employee work engagement (Bakker & Demerouti, 
2007, 2008), this study shows that the intrinsic JR provided by the immediate supervi-
sor can explain a significant variance in employee work engagement scores. Previous 
research has predominantly been focusing on leaders’ influence on job character-
istics acting as mediators between specific leadership styles and work engagement 
(Breevaart et al., 2014; Tuckey et al., 2012). This study, however, is unique as it dis-
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tinguishes the contribution of JR provided directly by the immediate supervisor to 
employee work engagement. 
Given similar job demands and JR among employees, leaders’ role in providing intrin-
sic JR to employees is essential and can be leveraged to stimulate work engagement. 
For instance, leaders’ can be trained to pay attention to and offer intrinsic JR to fol-
lowers. Furthermore, leadership behaviours promoting intrinsic JR among employees 
could be encouraged by organizations via implementing these in leader performance 
evaluations. Additionally, given the findings of this study it would be reasonable to 
allocate the responsibility for many extrinsic JR to human resource management de-
partments, whereas leaders could focus more on intrinsic JR and attend to the needs 
of individual employees. 
Future research should include intrinsic and extrinsic JR available to employees from 
both, the leader and other sources, to assess the comparative contribution of the for-
mer and the latter. 
7. Limitations
First, use of self-administered questionnaires can increase measurement error due to 
reliance on subjective responses (Sudman & Bradburn, 1982) and common method vari-
ance (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Second, lack of control for other factors, e.g., job demands 
and personal resources, poses threat to validity of the findings as their impact on the 
measures cannot be estimated. Third, cross-sectional data does not allow for making 
inferences about the direction or causality of the relationship between the variables. 
8. Conclusion
This study addressed the question of how much of the variance in work engagement 
scores can be explained by employee perceptions of JR solely provided by the im-
mediate supervisor. While previous research explored how positive leadership styles 
impact work engagement via employee perceptions of job resources (Breevaart et al., 
2014; Tuckey et al., 2012), uniqueness of this study is in that we distinguished the con-
tribution of employee perceptions of JR provided solely by the immediate supervisor 
to explain variance in employee work engagement. 
To do so, two surveys were administered to frontline employees in a Danish retail 
bank. First, work engagement was measured. Based on work engagement scores re-
spondents were assigned into two groups, i.e. highly engaged group and less engaged 
group. Second, the employee perceptions of the JR provided by the immediate super-
visor were estimated by the measure developed to tap the construct. The scores were 
compared between the groups. 
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We found that 19,6% of variance in work engagement scores can be attributed to 
the employee perceptions of the intrinsic JR provided by the immediate supervisor. 
Furthermore, significant differences were found between the two groups. Together, 
these findings suggest that while many factors contribute to work engagement (Bak-
ker & Demerouti, 2007, 2008), the unique role of the leader should be viewed as vital 
in achieving an engaged workforce. 
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Appendix A
Table A1. Development of the questionnaire tapping job resources provided by the immediate supervisor
